Abstract. The present article aims to investigate the impact of interactions through Skype on Iranian EFL learners' speaking ability. To meet this end, forty elementary students who were studying English at the Kish Language Institute, Shiraz Branch, Iran participated in the study. Of this number, twenty eight were female and twelve were male students. Their age range was between twenty to thirty five and they were divided into two groups randomly. During the instruction which lasted for two and a half months, the participants of the experimental group interacted with the teacher on their courserelated topics for one hour per week according to a schedule besides their weekly four hour face-toface classes. The speaking paper of the Key English Test (KET) was administered as to assess the participants' speaking ability. The findings of the study indicated that the participants of the experimental group outperformed those of the control one. This outperformance can be accounted for by the Long's Interaction hypothesis (1996), Krashen's Input hypothesis (1977), and lower affective filters.
INTRODUCTION
For a lot of learners the primary purpose to learn a foreign language is to be able to speak it. This might be due to the fact that by being able to speak a foreign language, communicating with people of other countries, ethnic groups, races, etc. might be possible. Speaking a foreign language also enables individuals to build their confidence, self-esteem, comprehension, and more [1] .
Being able to speak a foreign language is a hard and challenging task. To acquire speaking, one needs to gain a mastery over various language subsystems in such a way that they can be used spontaneously in real-life communications. Consequently, one of the key roles of language teachers is to provide language learners with as many opportunities as possible in order to help them develop their speaking skill, although it is a demanding task for many of EFL teachers.
In the past, teaching of speaking was only confined to traditional face-to-face instruction within formal classroom settings. Now a days, with the quick growth of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), it is obvious that Internet-based Technologies play a vital role in teaching/learning a foreign language. Therefore, a lot of language teachers have decided to integrate such emerging technologies into their daily lesson plans.
Taking the vast impact of ICTs on human interactions into account, one can easily conclude that communication between language teachers and students is not solely bounded to face-to-face classroom interactions any more. On the contrary, ICTs offer a wide range of options to language teachers and students to have online synchronous and asynchronous communication. One of the ICT tools which can contribute to language learning/teaching by its very nature is Skype.
Skype is a software application which makes use of voice over Internet protocol (VoIP) technology "that transforms voice signals into data streams which are transmitted over the Internet and converted back to audio by the receiver's computer" [2, 2] . Its contribution to language learning/teaching is due to the fact that it allows "learners to interact, modify and elaborate their input (Doughty & Long, 2003) as long as they are engaged in meaningful 'conversation' [3, 1949] .
Skype makes synchronous and asynchronous communication possible. Skype users are enabled to have individual or in-group online chats or conferences by means of a webcam and a headset. This property provides the chance of communicating through Skype without the restrictions of time and space which in turn, converts Skype into a useful tool for language teaching and learning. As stated by Elia [4] , Skype makes the exchange of language much easier by providing the opportunity for two people of different mother tongues to collaborate in order to learn the language of each other. It gives language learners the opportunity of starting language exchanges anytime they connect to the Internet. Through Skype, users can share files or screen shots as required. Furthermore, Skype users can still communicate with each other by leaving instant messages when webcams and headsets are not available. Furthermore, Skype can be utilized as a means for student-to-student teaching, remote classroom monitoring, tours and field trips, and bringing in guests to the classroom. Lee [5] considers the following as the potential advantages of Skype:
1. It does not need advanced hardware beyond a desk top or a laptop computer. 2. It is highly accessible as long as an Internet connection is available.
3. With the widespread use of technological devices, for their regular users, the knowledge and skills required to use Skype is not particularly new. 4. Skype promotes collaborative and authentic learning. 5. It enables synchronous and asynchronous communication among language teachers and learners. 6. Via Skype, class materials can be updated and adapted easily and quickly which is really beneficial to teachers who desire to tailor their lessons according to students' learning pace. Considering the context where this study was conducted, the participants had almost restricted opportunities to have access to the target language outside the classroom, which is the norm because of Iran's EFL context. This reality did not contribute to Iranian EFL learners' speaking ability because their exposure to the target language was entirely limited to their English class.
The above-mentioned pros of Skype in general and learning a foreign language in particular stood for vital reasons and motivation to start this research with the main objective of finding out the impact of interactions through Skype on the speaking ability of Iranian EFL learners.
LITERATURE REVIEW
This part reviews some of the previously done research on the utilization of Skype in education and ELT.
Elia [4] conducted a study to explore the effect of Skype for language learning in Tandem. She used The Mixxer (http://www.language-exchanges.org/) that is a free educational website for language exchanges through Skype. She came to the conclusion that Skype language learning over "Mixxer" can be a convincing application to be widely supported and experimented. In addition, it was concluded that Skype might be an efficient tool and a valid aid to EFL learners who always encounter problems in having contact with native speakers.
Beltrán [6] conducted a study to explore the use of Skype chat for improving writing skills in an A2 adult learners group. She concluded that Skype text chat increased students' motivation through the use of technology and was an opportunity to enhance the teacher's performance.
Parker, Boase-Jelinek, and Herrington [7] led a qualitative study to investigate how synchronous group chat within Skype was used in a graduate level course for preservice teachers, how students responded to it, and to what extent it led to a development of community learning. It was found that few participants of this study used chat for addressing immediate problems and for facilitating group projects and the majority of them did not use chat at all for reasons that were not established in the study.
Chou [8] directed a pilot study in a college course to determine if Skype, along with other Web 2.0 technologies, could be used to support online collaborative learning. Chou determined that Facebook, Podcasting, Skype, Blogging, and Wikis improved students' learning in online discussions.
Strang [9] conducted a study on Skype in an online business mathematics course and found that students who participated in Skype-led discussions gained a statistically higher final grade than those in the control group.
Guo [10] found that the development of activities through a web conferencing tool creates real communicative needs for students to speak in the target language.
Macharaschwili and Coggin [11] used Skype in a group of doctoral students who met faceto-face in a classroom. Skype was integrated to connect students who were absent to the classroom discussions. The study focused on interactions and opportunities for scaffolding between the host student and the Skype student, between other students and the Skype student, and between the instructor and the Skype student. They found that Skype could be effectively used to connect distant learners to face-to-face classrooms.
Verjano conducted a small scale study in 2013 to examine the impact of using Skype in a primary class in Spain. The data from the investigation supported the argument that digital resources for foreign language learning hold great potential as mediating tools for increased motivation and enhanced peer interaction [12] .
A pilot study was conducted on 42 students attending an English conversation course by Yen, Hou, and Chang [13] . Students' speaking errors during a role-playing Skype-based activity were being investigated with both quantitative and qualitative analysis. The findings of this pilot study indicated that Skype in conjugation with role-playing activities could gradually reduce the number of speaking errors and help improve speaking skills of EFL learner.
Romaña Correa [14] carried out a research project on the teaching and learning of English through the use of Skype conference calls. The research was conducted with a group of 12 EFL adult learners in the language institute of Universidad Distrital Francisco José de Caldas, Bogotá, Colombia. The findings of this study suggest that Skype conference calls might be considered as an influential computer-mediated communication tool in order to promote EFL learners' speaking skill.
Taking the previous studies into account, it can be seen that a few of them addressed the probable effect of interacting through Skype on enhancing the speaking ability of elementary EFL learners which is the focus of the present article.
METHOD
The method section deals with the participants of the study, the instrument used in the study, the procedure or the step by step explanation of phases followed in the study, and a brief explanation of the data collection and analysis.
Participants
The participants of this study were forty elementary students who were studying English at the Kish Language Institute, Shiraz Branch, Iran. They were placed into elementary-four level according to an interview placement test carried out on the basis of the course content. Total English elementary was their course book that was divided into four parts which were taught during four elementary levels. As a result, the participants were expected to master enough English to communicate in simple situations. Of this number, twenty eight were female and twelve were male students. Their age range was between twenty to thirty five.
Instrument
The instruments used for the study were two parallel Speaking papers of the Key English Test (KET) which were administered in the form of an interview, one as the pre-test and the other as the post-test. The KET is an examination at a pre-intermediate level. It reveals that one can communicate in simple situations and has gained a good foundation in learning English.
Procedures, Data Collection, and Data Analysis
First, the participants were divided into two groups randomly. Each group included twenty students. One of them was considered as the control and the other one as the experimental group. In order to see if the participants in both groups were at the same level of speaking ability, the speaking paper of the Key English Test (KET) was taken in the form of an interview. Each interview took about eight to ten minutes per pair of participants and contained two parts: In the first part, each participant interacted with the interviewer. The focus of this section was to tap into the language generally associated with meeting people for the first time, and giving factual personal information. In the second part, participants interacted with each other. The interviewer set up the activity by using a standardized rubric, and consequently participants asked and answered questions using prompt materials. The language focus of this section was to elicit nonpersonal factual information related to daily life. The interviewer awarded marks by applying performance descriptors from the analytical assessment scales for the following criteria: 1. Grammar and vocabulary, 2. Pronunciation, 3. Interactive communication. The assessment scale is available in the Appendix.
To account for the consistency of pre-test speaking scores within an interviewer, all interviews were recorded, watched and marked again by the first interviewer within a week interval. Later, the intra-rater reliability between these pairs of scores was calculated. After that, a second trained interviewer was asked to watch the recorded videos and score them once more and finally, the correlation between the second interviewer's marks and the mean scores assigned by the first interviewer was calculated to estimate the inter-rater reliability between raters.
Being assured of the consistency of speaking marks within and among interviewers, a oneway ANOVA was run on the participants' speaking test scores. To gain more reliable results, the mean of the three speaking scores was calculated and used as the entry data. Due to the fact that there was no statistically significant difference in the performances of the students in these two groups, they were considered to be homogenous.
During the instruction, which continued for two and a half months, the participants of both control and experimental groups attended their routine face-to-face classes. However, their outof-class activities were different. The participants of the experimental group were each given a timetable to interact with the teacher through Skype on the topics related to their weekly lessons for one hour a week. The schedule had flexibility so that if a participant could not afford interacting with the teacher at the specified time, a substitute participant would compensate for that. Therefore, no time was wasted this way.
After the instruction, all participants in both groups took their speaking post-test. Once more the parallel version of the KET speaking paper was taken in the form of an interview. Like pre-test, all interviews were recorded and watched after one week by the first interviewer and marks were assigned to individual participants for the second time. Then, the intra-rater reliability between these pairs of scores was calculated. Next, a second trained interviewer was asked to watch the recorded videos and score them again and then, the correlation between the second interviewer's marks and the mean scores assigned by the first interviewer was calculated to estimate the inter-rater reliability between raters. Finally, a one-way ANOVA was run on the participants' post-test speaking scores. To gain more reliable results, the mean of the three speaking scores was calculated and used as the entry data.
RESULTS
For the purpose of examining the consistency of the pre-test speaking scores within the first interviewer, all the interviews were recorded and scored once more within a week interval by the first interviewer. Then, a Spearman Correlation was run to examine the degree of go-togetherness of these pairs of scores. The result is shown in Table 1 .
As Table 1 indicates the correlation between the first rater's pairs of scores is .942. Consequently, one can easily conclude that the degree of go-togetherness of the scores assigned by the first rater or their intra-rater reliability is high (r=0.9). In order to examine the consistency of the pre-test speaking scores among raters, a second trained and experienced rater was asked to watch the recorded interviews another time and then score them according to the same scale as the first rater did. For more accuracy, first the average of pairs of scores awarded by the first interviewer was calculated and then the results were used as the entry data to calculate the inter- (2-tailed) .000 N 40 40 rater reliability. Using Pearson Correlation Formula, the degree of go-togetherness or inter-rater reliability between the first and second rater's sets of scores was calculated and its result is shown in Table 2 . Table 2 Inter-rater Correlation between the First and Second Raters' Speaking Scores in the Pre-test
As Table 2 illustrates the correlation between the first and second raters' scores is .946. This fact indicates that there is a remarkably high index of reliability between the scores assigned by the first and second raters. In other words, the inter-rater reliability is high (r=.9). Finally, the mean of the three pre-test speaking scores was calculated and considered as the raw scores for further computations.
To examine the homogeneity of the participants in the control and experimental groups in terms of their speaking ability before the instruction, a one-way ANOVA was run on their speaking pre-test scores. See Table 3 for its results.
As Table 3 indicates, the significance level is .839 for speaking which is higher than .05. As a result, it could be inferred that there was not a statistically significant difference among groups in terms of their speaking ability. In other words, all the participants in all groups were at the same level of speaking ability before the instruction.
After the instruction, all participants in the control and experimental groups took another speaking test. Like the pre-test, all the interviews were recorded. And the same procedures were followed to calculate the intra-rater and inter-rater reliabilities as presented in Tables 4 and 5 respectively. .000 N 40 40 According to Table 4 , the Spearman Correlation is .973. Thus, it could be deduced that the intra-rater reliability between the pairs of speaking scores assigned by the first rater was high (r=.9).
Table 5
Inter-rater Correlation between the First and Second Raters' Speaking Scores in the Post-test
According to Table 5 , the Spearman Correlation is .993. So, it could be concluded that the inter-rater reliability between the scores assigned by the first and second rater was high (r=.9).
Being confident of the intra-and inter-rater reliabilities of scores, all participants' gain scores were calculated by subtracting their pre-test scores from their post-test scores. In order to discover whether the speaking gain scores for these two groups showed any significant differences or not, a one-way ANOVA was run on the gain scores. The results are shown in Table  6 . (2-tailed) .000 N 40 40 As Table 6 indicates, the significance level (P=.000) is lower than .05. Consequently, it could be concluded that there was a significant difference in the participants' speaking gain scores in the control and experimental groups. Therefore, it can be inferred that interacting through Skype can be an effective factor in enhancing Iranian EFL learners' speaking ability.
DISCUSSION
The purpose of the present study was to find out whether interacting through Skype could have an impact on Iranian EFL learners' speaking ability or not. The comparison of the learners' speaking gain scores in the control and experimental groups by means of a one-way ANOVA revealed a significant difference in favor of the experimental group as it is shown in Table 4 .6. This outperformance might be due to the fact that interacting through Skype made students feel as if they were having face-to-face classes with the added comfort and ease which resulted from having classes in their own homes. This lower affective filter made the Skype learning experience fun and relaxing which allowed students to forget about their insecurities and inhibitions and speak more openly and freely. Besides, according to the Long's Interaction hypothesis (1996) , their language proficiency and particularly their speaking ability promoted through having online interaction and communication with the teacher because they could interact, modify and elaborate their input while they were engaged in authentic conversations with the teacher. Moreover, considering the Krashen's input hypothesis (1977) which states that comprehensible input is important for language learning and that the effectiveness of comprehensible input is greatly increased when learners have to negotiate for meaning, it could be concluded that since the learners were more exposed to comprehensible input by means of communicating and negotiating meaning with a more advanced interlocutor as their teacher, their speaking ability improved. Besides, because Skype by its very nature involved both visual and auditory learners, it could have been really effective.
In addition, regarding the positive effects of Skype on the improvement of language learners' speaking ability, the obtained result of the present research is supported by a number of previously conducted studies. For instance, Yen's study [13] which indicated that Skype along with role-playing activities could gradually decrease the number of speaking errors and assist to enhance speaking skills of EFL learners is in line with the obtained result of the present study. Moreover, Guo's study [10] which indicated that the development of activities through a web conferencing tool created real communicative needs for students to speak in the target language is in agreement with the present study's result. Furthermore, Chou's pilot study [8] which revealed that Skype and other Web 2.0 technologies improved students' learning in online discussions supports the gained result of this study.
PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS
The result of the present study can support the positive impact of technology on improving the students' speaking ability. As a result, the course instruction can be designed in such a way that ICT tools have to be involved and required for the students' better learning the language. It necessitates the teachers' attempt to first empower themselves with a good knowledge of ICT tools, and then help their students to be technology-savvy through explaining the pros of blended learning for their language development so that they engage themselves in the process of learning a new language by using technology as a complementary factor and enjoy the merits of learning autonomously.
Furthermore, the result of the present study might help the material developers and syllabus designers to integrate technology into language programs. In other words, teachers can be required to use ICT tools as complementary or supplementary materials at home or in the classroom.
Implications for teachers: Providing teachers with more information about the concept of blended-learning brings about the best use of both physical and virtual environments by them to improve the quality of their students' learning. Additionally, by integrating ICT tools into traditional face-to-face instruction, teachers and students alike can update their own knowledge of technology.
Implications for syllabus designers: considering the positive role of ICT tools in improving the speaking ability of learners, course designers and material developers can take advantage of integrating ICT tools in language classes by means of adding some follow-up, out-of-class, technology-based activities for each lesson in the students' textbooks.
APPENDIX KET Speaking Assessment Scale

